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Community Preservation Act: History & Overview 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Community Preservation Act (CPA) was created in 2000 by state law (G.L. c. 44B) to help cities and 
towns preserve the character of their communities.  In 2001, Cambridge residents voted to adopt the 
CPA locally, which allowed the City to implement a 3% surcharge on Property Tax bills (with certain 
residential exemptions) to fund affordable housing, historic preservation, and open space initiatives.  
 
The Commonwealth of Massachusetts provides matching funds in addition to those raised locally by the 
surcharge.  The percentage of the state match varies from year to year, depending on two factors: the 
amount of fees paid at Registries of Deeds throughout the state, and the number of communities that 
have adopted the CPA locally (thereby receiving a share of the state match).  CPA revenues are 
maintained in a dedicated City account ς the CPA Fund.    
 
Each year, the City is required to spend at least 10% of its annual CPA revenues on each CPA category ς 
affordable housing, historic preservation, and open space.  The remaining percentage can be used 
towards any of the three funding categories.  In July 2012, the state statute was amended to allow 
greater flexibility in the use of CPA open space funds.  Open space funds may also go toward active and 
passive recreational uses such as parks, playgrounds, community gardens and athletic fields. 
 
The CPA process is overseen by the Community Preservation Act Committee.  The Committee is a nine-
ƳŜƳōŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōƻŘȅΣ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ 
Committee receives input from the public and city staff and makes funding recommendations to the City 
Manager and City Council.   

 

 

 

Funding provided for: 

¶ Affordable Housing 

¶ Historic Preservation 

¶ Open Space  
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CPA Committee Process 
 

Each year, the CPA Committee holds a series of public meetings on potential projects and the 

percentage of funds that should be dedicated to each CPA category.   

 

¶ Hearing on COVID-19 Housing Stabilization Program & FY21 Organizing Meeting ς June 10, 

2020  

The Committee voted to recommend the allocation of $1,000,000 from the CPA Fund 

Balance (not FY21 funding) ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ /ƻǾƛŘ-19 Housing Stabilization Program.  The 

Committee also set its schedule, presented CPA background and process, and discussed the 

FY21 funding estimate.   

¶ Hearing on FY21 Project Recommendations ς July 1, 2020  

The Committee received project recommendations from the public and city staff.   

¶ Hearing on FY21 Allocation Percentages ς August 5, 2020  

The Committee received input on the funding allocation percentages for affordable 

housing, historic preservation, and open space. 

¶ FY21 Project and Allocation Vote Meeting ς September 9, 2020  

The Committee votes to recommend the funding allocation percentages and certain 

projects for FY21 CPA funding. 

¢ƘŜ /t! /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ City 

Council.  The Committee plans to submit its recommendations for consideration at the September 14, 

2020 City Council meeting. 
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CPA Fund Allocations & Appropriations: FY02-20 Summary 
 

In each fiscal year, CPA funds are appropriated and allocated from three distinct sources: (1) CPA Local 
Funds generated by the 3% Property Tax bill surcharge; (2) State Match revenues generated by the 
/ƻƳƳƻƴǿŜŀƭǘƘΩǎ ƳŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŦǳƴŘǎΤ ŀƴŘ όоύ ǘƘŜ /t! CǳƴŘ .ŀƭŀƴŎŜΣ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ ƳƻƴƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /t! CǳƴŘ 
not appropriated in earlier fiscal years.   

 

 

 

 
 

 
A percentage of the funds from each source is in turn dedicated to one of three CPA funding 
categories: Affordable Housing, Historic Preservation or Open Space.  Each category must receive at 
least 10% of the CPA funds each year.  Funds dedicated to Affordable Housing are transferred to the 
Affordable Housing Trust, while funds dedicated to Historic Preservation and Open Space typically go 
toward specific projects.  A summary of the allocations and appropriations from each funding source, 
and to each funding category, is below.    

 

CPA Fund Allocations and Appropriations by Source: FY02-FY20 
 

 

 FY02-20 FY02-20 CPA Fund

FY02-20 Total 

Amount Allocated/ 

Appropriated

 Local Funds State Match Balance All Sources

Affordable Housing Trust $102,520,000 $42,148,000 $21,340,000 $166,008,000

  

Historic Preservation $12,815,000 $5,268,500 $2,542,500 $20,626,000

  

Open Space $12,815,000 $5,268,500 $2,542,500 $20,626,000

Total: $128,150,000 $52,685,000 $26,425,000 $207,260,000

Anticipated FY21 CPA Appropriations and Allocations 

$15,330,000 

 

Local 

 

State Match 

 

CPA Fund 
Balance 

$10,500,000 $2,720,000 $2,110,000* 

*Includes $10,000 appropriation for Community Preservation Coalition Membership 
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Affordable Housing 

Funds dedicated to Affordable Housing initiatives are typically transferred to the Affordable Housing 

Trust rather than being allocated to a particular project by the CPA Committee.  The Trust leverages its 

expertise to direct CPA funds to a variety of critical affordable housing initiatives throughout the City. 

Affordable Housing Trust 

CPA Fund Allocations & Appropriations FY02-20 $166,008,000* 

CPA Funded Affordable Housing Initiatives 

Preservation of Affordable Housing  1,000 units 

Acquisition/Creation of Rental Units             638 units 

First-Time Homebuyer Units                   168 units 

Total 1,806 units 

* Includes $1,000,000 appropriated to the City of Cambridge COVID-19 Housing Stabilization Program.  

COVID-19 Housing Stabilization Program  

In June 2020, in recognition of the devastating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the CPA Committee 

recommended $1,000,000 in one-time, direct funding for a new COVID-19 Housing Stabilization 

Program.  This short-term financial assistance program ƛǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ Ƨƻƛƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ 

Office through the Office of the Housing Liaison, the Department of Human Services Programs through 

the Multi-Service Center, and the Community Development Department. 

Maximizing Affordable Housing Support 

CPA funds provide more than a one-time direct appropriation; CPA funds committed to affordable 

housing have leveraged more than $500 million from other public and private sources in FY02-20.  

CPA funds are the most important source of funding for the Affordable Housing Trust.  Similar to last 

year, as part of the FY21 Budget, the City committed to 25% of budgeted building permit revenue 

($4,998,630) in capital funding to the Affordable Housing Trust.  In addition, in FY21, $10 million of 

property tax revenue will be used to provide funding to the Affordable Housing Trust. This totals 

$14,998,630 in the FY21 Capital Budget to directly support the development and preservation of 

affordable housing. These funds will supplement  FY21 Community Preservation Act (CPA) funds as well 

as federal funding.  Through these combined sources, if 80% of CPA funds are allocated to the 

Affordable Housing Trust in FY21 the City will reach its goal of doubling the amount of funds dedicated 

to creating and preserving affordable housing to $27,254,630 from FY19 ($13,626,000) within 3-5 

years.  
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Non-CPA City Support for Affordable Housing Trust 

Building Permit Revenue Allocation (FY18-21**) $15,973,630 

Property Tax Revenue Allocation (FY20-21) $15,000,000 

Free Cash (FY20)*** $15,000,000 

Total $45,973,630 

ϝϝ ¢ƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭ .ǳŘƎŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ C¸нм ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƻƴ WǳƴŜ мрΣ нлнлΦ  

*** One-time appropriation in March 2020 funding preservation of Fresh Pond Apts. 
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Historic Preservation 

The Historical Commission oversees historic preservation efforts in the City and works to preserve the 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ  Preservation efforts have included restoring 

historic buildings, maintaining historic cemeteries, and digitizing records and archives.  

Historic Preservation 

CPA Fund Allocations & Appropriations FY02-20 $20,626,000 

 

Preservation Grants 

! ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /t! ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

Grants program.  The program makes grants available in two categories: Affordable Housing 

Preservation Grants and Institutional (Non-profit) Preservation Grants.   

Since 1975, the program has supported affordable housing agencies in the exterior restoration of their 

significant properties. Until 2003, when CPA funds became available, small grants were available from 

Community Development Block Grants. 

Affordable Housing Preservation Grants 

¶ Low- to moderate-income homeowners may apply for funds to restore exterior features that 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ. 

¶ The program offers up to $30,000 (and 50% matching funds up to $50,000) to eligible 

homeowners and up to $50,000 (plus 50% matching funds for certain costs) to affordable 

housing agencies.  Grants to homeowners are administered by two local non-profit 

organizations that operate broader Home Improvement Programs for income-eligible 

homeowners. 

¶ 97 Affordable Housing Preservation Grants have been awarded since FY03; 80 projects have 

been completed and 17 are under construction or cleared to proceed. 

Institutional Preservation Grants 

¶ Many non-profits, including churches and community groups, own deteriorating historic 
buildings.  These organizations may apply for funds to rehabilitate or restore such buildings. 

¶ The Institutional Preservation Grant program offers up to $50,000 (and 50% matching funds up 
to $100,000) for overall exterior preservation, code compliance, and accessibility projects 
where historic fabric is directly involved.  

¶ 115 Institutional Preservation Grants have been awarded since FY05; 103 projects have been 
completed and 12 are under construction or cleared to proceed. 
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Open Space 

Cambridge has a variety of public open spaces, from its major natural resource areas such as the 

Charles River, Alewife Brook, and Fresh Pond Reservation, to the neighborhood parks and playgrounds 

embedded across the City.  CPA funds have been used to increase the amount of open space ς by 

acquiring land or converting property ς and to improve existing open space resources.  Efforts have 

included playground redevelopment and watershed protection.  

Open Space 

CPA Fund Allocations & Appropriations FY02-20 $20,626,000 

 

Many open space improvements in Cambridge are realized through larger capital development.  Open 

space projects are therefore regularly funded through revenue sources other than CPA funds, including 

Property Taxes, Water Service Charges, and Bond Proceeds.   From FY2011 through FY2020, open 

space projects received $52,186,000 in funding from non-CPA Fund sources.   
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Recent CPA-funded projects include: 

        

 

 

Amigos School Playground Renovation 
 

 

 

 

 

  
Fresh Pond Community Garden 

 

   
Old Burying Ground in Harvard Square ς Tomb Repointing (left) & Headstone Mending (right)  
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FY21 Project Requests  
Overview & Eligibility 

The CPA Committee received many requests for FY21 funding.  Project requests and related public 

comment were submitted in various ways: at public meetings, via email and through an online project 

request form.  Requests came from city staff, non-profit organizations, and individual members of the 

public.  Summaries of eligible FY21 project requests received by the CPA Committee are presented by 

funding category.   

  

What Projects are Eligible for CPA Funding? 

State law directs, and restricts, the ways in which CPA funds 

may be spent.  Within each CPA category, there are certain 

eligibility requirements.  Funds can be used for the following 

projects, by category: 

Affordable Housing 

¶ Acquire 

¶ Create 

¶ Preserve 

¶ Support 

¶ Rehabilitate/Restore 

Historic Preservation 

¶ Acquire 

¶ Preserve 

¶ Rehabilitate/Restore 

Open Space 

¶ Acquire 

¶ Create 

¶ Preserve 

¶ Rehabilitate/Restore 

o For open space acquired or created with CPA funds. 

o For capital improvements to certain recreational 

facilities. 












































































